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I have to begin with something of a confession. In the twenty-five-odd years that I have been engaged in 
research on the South, and in the many, many hours and days and weeks and months that I have spent 
with southern sources, relatively few of them have been spent here at the Southern Historical 
Collection. It’s not that I wouldn’t look to take the first opportunity to work here and to avail myself of 
the wonderful collections, staff, facilities, and intellectual atmosphere. It’s rather that my scholarship has 
been such that other archives and repositories have been more necessary and foundational. I’ve spent a 
good deal of time at the National Archives and the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., but far 
more time at state archives and libraries across the South. 
In some ways, I wish it would have been otherwise. Those of you who have had the lion’s share of your 
archival experience here—or at the other special archives for southern sources, like Louisiana State 
University, Duke University, or the South Caroliniana Library—are very fortunate. You can count on 
organization, and on expertise, and on scholarly camaraderie. It’s generally (as many of the rest of you 
know) not like that at the various departments of archives and history. When I started out with what 
became The Roots of Southern Populism, [1] I headed off, with more than a little trepidation, to Atlanta and 
the Georgia Department of Archives and History where I spent, all told, more than a year and a half. 
There was nothing terribly inviting about the place. The building itself looked very much the product of 
the nuclear age: bunker-like in its stone and concrete exterior, and little else inside to warm it up. I was 
fortunate to have arrived there around the time that Jimmy Carter was entering the White House and 
Georgia history seemed to be attracting new interest and attention. A few doctoral students and young 
professors on occasion wandered in. 
But, for the most part, the archive’s clientele was composed of genealogists and those doing genealogical 
work, and the archive’s staff—in their knowledge and concerns—was clearly oriented toward them. Few 
had much of a sense of the manuscript holdings; few were particularly interested in history outside of 
family history; and few had any way of connecting with what I was up to. Most were, or behaved like, 
petty bureaucrats, worried principally about whether I had my ID card that day or whether I had too 
many folders on my reading desk. I thereby felt doubly the outsider: to the South and southern history 
on the one side, and to this seemingly odd archival culture on the other. But I also eventually learned 
some valuable lessons. I learned that it takes time to become familiar with an archive, and one should 
prepare for that; and I learned that one of the best ways of becoming familiar with an archive is to find 
someone who, in fact, knows what he or she is doing and is interested in history, and to make friends 
with that person as soon as possible. 
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There are, of course, state departments of archives and history that are pleasant and relatively efficient 
and rewarding to work in, and there is plenty of adventure to be found in traveling around to county 
courthouses in fairly out-of-the-way places, trying to get a look at the dusty old records, especially if 
you’re a Yankee. I remember very vividly the odd looks cast by those working behind the desk when I 
walked into the courthouses and asked (in my New York drawl) about tax and probate records from 
the nineteenth century, and especially the several days spent in the basement of the Carroll County 
Courthouse copying down information on debt as a tobacco-chewing employee kept a close eye on me. 
But the truth is that contemplating a couple of weeks in Jackson or Montgomery, particularly when the 
legislature is out of session and the archives close by five, turns one’s mind to comparative history. 
There’s the British Caribbean for those whose language skills are on a par with most Americanists, and 
the French and Spanish Caribbean and Brazil for those a bit more transnational. And that’s not all. Peter 
Kolchin made the mistake of bringing the American South into comparison with Russia when the Italian 
mezzogiorno and its latifundia beckoned: with better food and facilities, and with a language that would be 
much easier to master.[2]
The archives have, in fact, been on my mind a good bit over the past year or so both because I have had 
the opportunity to discuss my recent book and how it took shape with a range of audiences (many non-
academic), and because I have been thinking more and more about what topics historians don’t write 
about and what interpretations they don’t embrace even when the topics and interpretations seem to 
be staring them squarely in the face. And I’ve come to this because of my own extended struggles with 
topics and interpretations and my own special experience with archives and southern sources broadly 
considered. 
Unlike any other piece of scholarship I have produced, A Nation under Our Feet,[3] was driven by archival 
research. By this I don’t mean that it was dependent on archival research or that archival research was 
important to it. I mean that the book came to be directed conceptually and interpretively by what I 
uncovered in the archives and by how what I uncovered ultimately forced me to interrogate what I 
thought I was doing and what I regarded as the dominant historical narratives. Indeed, all along I kept 
reflecting on how different this experience was from what I had with The Roots of Southern Populism, 
when large historical problems of social and political development (capitalism, popular movements, the 
yeomanry) and what I regarded as the limits of the existing historiography were absolutely central to the 
generation and the framing of the project and to how I approached the archival research. 
A Nation under Our Feet, by contrast, effectively commenced when I inadvertently stumbled over 
something in the original sources I didn’t understand. I was, at the time, a second year graduate student 
working on a research seminar paper dealing with the transition from slavery to freedom in Mississippi, 
and I had gotten into the newly microfilmed records of the Freedmen’s Bureau. My attention had been 
drawn to Mississippi chiefly because those records contained five reels of labor contracts, and I read 
them carefully to determine how plantations and farms were being reorganized. But I also read the 
monthly reports sent along by local Freedmen’s Bureau agents, and one particular episode caught my 
eye: from the small town of Woodville in the southwestern part of the state, an agent claimed in early 
1868 that the planters were being driven to distraction by freedpeople who “insisted on having Saturday 
for themselves,” so that they could go off to political meetings “up to twenty-five miles distant” or could 
hold “private club meetings” closer to home. 
At the time, there was little in the historical literature that prepared me to grasp and appreciate this 
episode’s significance, and I had already been planning to study humble white folk for my dissertation. 
But I did recognize that the episode was significant, that it might confound much of the received wisdom 
on the social and political activities of newly emancipated slaves, and that it deserved serious thought 
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and attention. Little by little, I discovered that the Woodville episode was just one of many examples of 
rapid and widespread mobilizations of freedpeople across the former Confederate South, and soon I 
came to think not only that there may have been a more vibrant and extended story of black politics in 
the postemancipation period than had generally been assumed, but also that I needed to turn my gaze 
back in time: back, because there was no reason to believe that the enthusiasm and solidarities required 
for political organization in Woodville or elsewhere had developed just in the very short time after 
emancipation and the defeat of the Confederacy. I began wondering, that is, about the political 
dispositions and conduct of slaves, about whether and how slaves could practice politics. 
Quite a few years later, when I was well into my research for what became A Nation under Our Feet, I 
had another of what turned out to be several such archivally-induced conceptual epiphanies, this one 
especially arresting. I had gotten interested in Henry Adams, an African American organizer in Louisiana, 
who had involved himself in a number of political projects, and I learned that he had had some 
correspondence with the American Colonization Society. To that point I had not consulted the records 
of the American Colonization Society (ACS), nor did I intend to. As many of you know, the ACS was 
established by northern and southern whites in the early nineteenth century with, at best, the hope that 
they might encourage slaveowners to manumit their slaves if there was a site—Liberia in this instance—
to which then freedpeople might be exiled. Needless to say, most African American activists of the 
antebellum era viewed the ACS with contempt, and although I knew that the organization survived well 
into the post-Civil War period, I had no reason to think that there was anything for me in its records: 
the sort of emigration that interested the ACS was a selective one, in which educated and skilled African 
Americans could strengthen a beachhead of cultural uplift. 
So I took my references to the Adams correspondence into the Library of Congress early one morning, 
called up the relevant microfilm reels, and began to look for them. Eight hours later I still hadn’t gotten 
through the first reel, and hadn’t gotten to any of Adams’ correspondence, because what I began to 
discover bore no relation to what I expected. I discovered that the ACS was, in effect, taken up by poor 
black folk, many from the rural and small-town South, who desperately wished to find safety and 
security somewhere else. They wrote scores, indeed hundreds, of letters to the Society, explaining their 
interest, asking for information, and trying to puzzle out the process of relocation. They told of 
harrowing experiences, of exploitation, of political violence, and of limited opportunities for themselves 
and their children in the southern states. They asked questions about Liberia, about what the land and 
weather were like, about the crops that were grown and the tools that were used. They asked about 
the extent of the Society’s support and about the schedule and costs of ship’s passage. Some of the 
correspondents, it seems, had learned of the ACS from traveling lecturers, and some had learned of it 
from the Society’s journal, the African Repository; most had learned of the ACS by word of mouth and 
through the various stories circulated by and about those who had managed to go—and in some cases 
chose to return. The letters are powerful and painful, richly textured and evocative, penned by people 
who, for the most part, were just crossing the threshold of literacy. And they often included lists of 
community members who wanted to emigrate and information about local emigration societies. 
The more of these letters I read, not simply from the late 1870s and early 1880s—when we know of a 
surge of interest in emigrationism—but back toward emancipation and ahead toward the turn of the 
twentieth century, the more confused I became and the more I began to wonder about the 
integrationist or assimilationist narratives that dominated the writing of postemancipation southern and 
African American history and that I had also pretty much embraced. And although this emigrationist 
pulse helped to make deeper sense of other things I had been finding (and vice versa)—about the 
importance of the slave experience, about community reconstitution and aspirations for self-
governance—I was fast recognizing that this evidence was pushing me toward a book I hadn’t planned to 
write, and didn’t really want to write, one that placed far more emphasis than I had ever initially 
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imagined on separatism and on the development of what would become popular forms of black 
nationalism. My struggle over where the material was leading me, and how to frame and write about it, 
continued to the very end, to the moment when I mailed in the manuscript, even beyond that, manifest 
most explicitly in the many titles that the book had over the years of researching and writing, and in the 
great difficulty I had in finally coming up with one that could pass muster both with my editor and with 
me. 
Mine was, in many ways, a history from the archives up. In saying this, I am quite aware of the great 
challenges presented to anyone intent on studying poor laboring people and of the related problems of 
archives as points in the process of historical production—which tend to focus attention on what we 
bring to archives and on what archives bring to us, rather than on just what we can get out of archives. 
We have, over the past couple of decades, come to appreciate the many mediations that give shape to 
historical scholarship, to the writing of history, and, as a consequence, we are much more likely to 
interrogate not just particular documents, but also collections of documents, and, even more, how 
documents come to be collected. The archives embody a complex relationship between those who 
believe their history and historical views are worth preserving and those who are charged with the 
responsibility for determining whose history is most important to preserve. By and large, this 
relationship has been symbiotic and mutually reinforcing, and so, the archives, as sites of knowledge 
assembly, may be as important for what is not “there” as for what is “there.” Archives, to invoke the 
recent work of Michel-Rolph Trouillot, that is, produce “silences” at the same time as they dispel 
them.[4]
Archives such as the Southern are no different from most others in this regard. Their holdings clearly 
privilege the people, families, and organizations that have had greatest access to political, social, and 
cultural power, and they best offer us vistas on the world, of different times, as these groups may have 
framed them. Over the years, archivists have shown special interest in—and have put great effort into—
collecting materials from elites of several sorts, and with good reason. These collections tend to be 
broad and deep. The richest of them can cover many decades and involve a large number of actors 
doing consequential things. They give us an unusually intensive sense of social and political dynamics at 
work at any one moment as well as an expansive sense of change over time. 
Collections from more ordinary people, on the other hand, tend to be episodic and haphazard. They 
generally provide us with flashes of activity that need to be made sense of in a context that they cannot 
really construct for us. Archival sources for the New South period surely show this sort of pattern: lots 
of stuff on planters, industrialists, politicians, lawyers, and the socially prominent; much less on 
storekeepers, artisans, and workers, and on women and African Americans of all strata. 
Yet archives, or “the archive” as some would have it, must not be regarded as static institutions or 
processes, assembling knowledge in certain prescribed or defined ways, in effect simply reproducing the 
ranges and limits of material they begin with. Archives such as the Southern have always collected what 
at the time might have been regarded as unusual sources that, in turn, may remain unexamined or under 
utilized, and new possibilities for collecting, whether they be oral histories, photographs, music, or 
videos, are often eagerly embraced and pursued. Indeed, given the various publics that archives can 
serve, the pressure for innovation in collecting can come from a number of directions—and it usually 
does—as social and ethnic groups who become more self-conscious politically also become more 
interested in the records of their past. Or as religious denominations (the Mormons, as one example) 
see the collection and organization of historical materials as crucial to their spiritual mission. The 
production of knowledge and history is hardly the sole province of academic historians and other 
intellectuals. 
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What’s more, the archives ought to be imagined not so much as this thing that we work in or with, and 
not just as a relationship between historical subjects and curators, but also as a relationship between 
sources and users (or “knowers” as they have come to be called in some academic circles). No source, 
southern or otherwise, has any meaning in and of itself. Its meaning or meanings emerge in relation to 
whoever is using it, reading it, thinking about it, and to the questions that the user is asking or the 
perspectives that the user is bringing to it. I’m mindful, in this connection, of one of the great collections 
for the New South period (this one over at the Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library 
at Duke University), the papers of William Mahone, the Virginia railroad developer and leader of the 
state’s Readjuster movement. Indefatigable organizer and meticulous record keeper that Mahone was 
(he was, after all, trained as an engineer), his papers provide almost unrivaled insight into state and 
national politics of the era and into how he built one of the most remarkable political machines in 
southern history. But in its voluminous correspondence with local leaders and operatives (black and 
white) and in the many precinct and county poll books that were compiled (Readjusters managed to win 
despite the obstacle of a retroactive poll tax), the papers also provide an astonishing glimpse of politics 
from the ground up: of grassroots politics as they were practiced from the Tidewater to the Piedmont, 
from the Southside to the Valley and Mountains. The collection is vast—which may be one reason why 
it has not be used as extensively as one might expect—and it invites the attention of those interested in 
federal patronage, in political insurgencies, in biracial politics, in black churches and other community 
institutions, in the political roles of post offices and postmasters, in the process of grassroots 
mobilization, in political language, and in the give-and-take of political deal-making. 
Yet, for all that has been gained by the new scrutiny and skepticism, by the new critical interrogations, 
brought to the process of knowledge production in general, and historical knowledge production in 
particular, I worry that, as a consequence, we may have lost too much confidence in the archives as a 
source of knowledge and in ourselves as both pursuers and producers of knowledge. I have been 
sensing, for numbers of years now, an odd stance toward the archives and archival materials, on the part 
of some historians: a distancing stance, a stance that seeks to minimize the time spent there, that shies 
away from projects and research that require getting into sources that are messy, dirty, confusing, and 
offer no guides or indexes. And implicit in the stance are assumptions and expectations as to what might 
be gained from the effort, learned from the commitment of time and energy—all the more unfortunate 
because new technologies now enable us to use at least some archival sources (such as manuscript 
censuses) much more easily and expeditiously than ever before. 
I fear that there are real dangers, political as well as intellectual, in this. I recently had the opportunity to 
attend an extremely lively and stimulating interdisciplinary conference, one that sought to redefine the 
boundaries of inquiry for fields like American Studies, but I was unsettled to find that a main theme of 
discussion was how little we could know outside of ourselves: an epistemological perspective that was 
both humble and self-referential, and especially disturbing when we recognize that the people now 
running this country, and their allies setting their sights on the universities, are utterly confident of their 
ability to know and to dominate, and they seem to believe that what, in the end, matters most is the will 
to power. 
It was not very long ago that historians—southern historians prominent among them—were of a very 
different mind. They widely believed that there was an objective past that could be recovered, and, 
puffed by the prospects of “social science history” and its new quantitative techniques, many were quite 
confident in their ability to recover and understand it. Now, rather few of us would adopt such an 
outlook, and I have no doubt that we are better off—and our history is better—for the more critical 
and skeptical eyes that we cast on our access to the past. Census schedules are, after all, documents and 
texts, with all sorts of constructed categories, that must be interrogated like any other documents and 
texts. 
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Still, I wonder if we all ought to read (or re-read) and seriously contemplate the message of W. E. B. Du 
Bois in, “The Propaganda of History,” the extraordinarily powerful concluding chapter to his Black 
Reconstruction in America. For here Du Bois takes on the then-prevailing interpreters of Reconstruction 
(Dunning and others), who emphasized federal vindictiveness, black ignorance, and the dishonesty of 
Republicans black and white. And he not only assails and indicts them for their own vindictiveness, 
ignorance, and dishonesty, for practicing propaganda rather than history, but he also invites those who 
would seek the truth—a truth in which slavery, emancipation, and African Americans are to be seen in 
an entirely different light—simply to go and read the record, especially the federal record and the 
record of federal officials: to read the debates in the Congressional Globe, the reports of Carl Schurz, the 
Joint Committee on Reconstruction, and the Freedmen’s Bureau, the twelve volumes of testimony 
concerning the Ku Klux conspiracy, the papers of Abraham Lincoln, Andrew Johnson, Charles Sumner, 
Salmon Chase, and Horace Greeley. These are federal and national sources that are, as well, southern 
sources—and any historian of Reconstruction and the New South will discover very quickly how crucial 
and illuminating these sources are.[5]
Du Bois’ was, of course, the sensibility of a particular moment, a moment in which one could speak of 
finding “the truth” and contemplate a “scientific” history toward that end, and in which such a pursuit 
would be enabled by the archives, indeed by a full run of the archives. But I think that Du Bois also has a 
deeper and more lasting message for us: and it is that the challenge of interpretive possibility lies not so 
much with the constraints imposed by the archives or by other sites of knowledge assembly but 
elsewhere; that the challenge of interpretive possibility is chiefly imaginative, and that it therefore lies 
with us. 
Historians, like all mortals, tend to do the same thing over and over again until they learn a different and 
better way. Which is to say that historians tend to reproduce, with some modification, each other’s 
research until the assumptions and orientations of that research are exploded and they can approach it 
again with new eyes and ears. Those explosions are relatively few and far between, but they come as a 
consequence of an imaginative engagement between the materials of the past and those of the present, 
and of an interest in and an ability to—as the saying goes—think outside the box. 
In an important sense, the issue that Du Bois confronted and the question that he posed in “The 
Propaganda of History” still very much bedevil (or should bedevil) us: the virtual unthinkability of certain 
topics and interpretations and how the unthinkable can become thinkable. To some extent, the 
structure and organization of archival sources—the perspectives that they most readily lend themselves 
to—can help us account for some of this. Thus, the many private paper collections, newspapers, 
government investigations, and testimonies of the New South—and indeed other—eras present African 
Americans as objects of history, as people being acted upon and with few resources that don’t come to 
them from the outside. It therefore can be very difficult, almost counterintuitive, to then imagine what 
they may have brought to the table of conflict and negotiation, what they may have generated in their 
own way and among themselves. 
But it is by no means impossible, and thus we are still left to wonder why, in some obvious cases, 
historians simply won’t go there. Why is it, for example, that for all the scholarship that has been 
produced on the “agency” of African Americans during the Civil War, for all the talk of the slaves’ self-
emancipation and of their role in defeating the Confederacy, historians have utterly refused (with the 
possible exception of Du Bois) to think about what went on in this period as a slave rebellion, and as 
large a one as took place in the modern world. There are, of course, a variety of arguments that may be 
deployed against such an interpretation, and, perhaps, in the end, they may be persuasive. Yet there are 
also arguments, and powerful ones, that may be made in its support—arguments that can draw analogies 
between the Civil War and the revolution of the 1790s in St. Domingue or other rebellions in the 
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Americas—and so it is curious, and worthy of further consideration, why virtually no historian, including 
Herbert Aptheker, has tried some of them out. [6]
And then there is Garveyism. As I was finishing A Nation under Our Feet, it became increasingly clear to 
me that Marcus Garvey’s organization and movement were of great importance both to the first 
generation of African Americans who made their way from the South to the North as well as to those 
who remained behind. Yet, despite many volumes that treated Garvey as a political and intellectual 
figure, I found almost nothing on the movement itself: on who joined and why, on what they heard and 
came to believe, on what they did in their divisions, or on how deep their affinities were. How is this 
possible for what is regarded by scholars as the one largest—if not the largest—African American 
movements of the twentieth century, a movement whose legatees include Malcolm X and Elijah 
Muhammad?[7]
It may well be that the nature of the relevant archival sources militates against such interpretive or 
conceptual moves. The sources most frequently used by historians of the era of Civil War and 
emancipation were generated either by the federal government or the defeated Confederates who had 
alike devised, and were testing, their own political narratives. And the records of the UNIA—at least the 
ones apparently extant—do revolve around Garvey, his ideas, his circle of allies and detractors, and his 
various projects and woes.[8] But this is too limited an explanation for such refusals and silences. They 
would seem, rather, to have more to do with the politics and possibilities of various moments and with 
our own willingness to step outside of familiar modes of inquiry and interrogation—and in these cases, 
they may have to do with the trouble we have in acknowledging the seriousness and legitimacy of black 
political activity if it departs from the models with which we are comfortable and which we admire. 
For all the questions that the archives provoked for me and for all the direction that they provided me, 
I’m quite certain that I would have remained very much adrift had I not also been interested in reading 
the literatures from other rural societies, from other experiences of slavery and emancipation, from 
other types of popular movements, and from other disciplines interested in studying and understanding 
these problems. History from the archives up suggests a very deep and necessary engagement with 
original sources of many varieties, an openness and willingness to search in unanticipated places and to 
allow what one might find to pull one along. It suggests both an acknowledgment of the frames that 
collections construct and an adventurous about the prospect of pushing beyond those frames. But it 
requires, as well, a creative and eclectic approach to the making of context and to the asking of 
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